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Upon Their Shoulders

A histo ry of the Mssissippi River Commission
from its inception through the advent of the modem Mississippi River
and Tributaries Projeci:

by
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Vicksbu s, M:ississippi
2004

“The military engineers of the Commission have taiken upon their shoulders the job of making
the Mississippl over again--a job transcended in size by only the original job of creating it. They
are butlding wing-dams here and there, to deflect the current; and dikes to confine it in
narrower bounds; and other dikes to make it stay there; and for unnumbered miles along the
Mississippt, they are felling the timber-front for fifty yards back, with the purpose of shaving
the bank down to low-water marik with the slant of a house roof, and ballasting it with stones;
and in many places they have protected the wasting shores with rows of piles. One who knows
the Mississippi will promptly aver-- not aloud, but to himself--that ten thousand River
Commissions, with the mines of the world at their back, cannot tame that lawless stream,
cannot curb it or confine it, cannot say to it, Go here, or Go there, and make it obey; cannot
save a shore which it has sentenced; cannot bar its path with an obstruction which it will not
tear down, dance over, and laugh at. But a discreet man will not put these things into spoken
words; for the West Point engineers have not their superiors anywhere; they know all that can
be known of their abstruse science; and so, since they conceive that they can fetter and
handeuff that river and boss him, it is but wisdom for the unscientific man to keep still, lie low,
and wait till they do it. Captain Bads, with his jetties, has done a work at the mouth of the
Mississippt which seemed clearly impossible; so we do not feel full confidence now to prophesy
against like impossibilities.”

— Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippl
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